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Introduction
As people grow older, the ability to sustain independent liv-
ing is impaired which, in turn, exacerbate individual’s need 
for support. Dependency in old age is primarily linked to 
deterioration in health and physical functioning, along with 
shrinking socio-economic resources, that reduce the abil-
ity of older persons to cope effectively with environmental 
stress (Baltes, 1996; Van Der Meer, Fortuijn, & Thissen, 2008). 
Accordingly, older persons would have to fall back on their 
informal social networks for subsistence. The family provides 
unpaid informal support (Hansen, Cartwright, & Craig, 
2012), distinguished into tangible or intangible mechanisms 
(Beets, Cardinal, & Alderman, 2010) and rendered in the 
forms of material (cash or goods), space, and time spent 
interacting, providing emotional support, care and assist-
ance with housework (Glaser et al., 2006). It has been ar-
gued that families remain as the basis of informal support 
and constitute the main caregivers for older people (Cr-
oissant, 2004); however, changes in demographic, social 
and economic circumstances, as well as shifting social 
norms impinge on the functioning of family support system. 
The vital role of families in providing support for older family 
members, particularly in the Asian region, is affected by a 
number of important trends in the population, namely, de-
mographic transition towards lower fertility and mortality, 
as well as increasing longevity. This transition is concomi-
tant with changing social norms including postponement 
of marriages and childbearing; higher participation of fe-
males in education and employment; and increase in di-
vorce and dissolution of families (Chongsuvivatwong et al., 
2011; Frejka, Jones, & Sardon, 2010; Jones, 2007; Jones & 
Ramdas, 2004; Mammen & Paxson, 2000; Quah, 2008). The 
literature on intergenerational support has demonstrate dy-
namic flow of support, upward and downward, between 
parents and children over the life course (Fingerman et al., 
2011; Saraceno, 2008; Schröder-Butterfill, 2004), but this dis-
cussion is limited to the support from children to parents.
It is important to note that norms of parental support are 
being modified and altered as a result of transitions in mar-
riage and family life. For instance, the changing status 
of Chinese women and higher living standards transform 
contract of care across generations as married  daugh-
ters withdraw from traditional role as primary caregivers to 
work in the city (Luo, 2012). Additionally, negative effects 
of divorce are particularly deleterious for older men, in 
which diminished kinship obligations, estrangement, fam-
ily conflict and intergenerational ambivalence can result in 
unmet support needs (Grundy & Sloggett, 2003; Hans, Ga-
nong, & Coleman, 2009; Settersten & Angel, 2011; Shapiro 
& Cooney, 2007). It was argued that that parents’ marital 
dissolution can undermine support provision as a result of 
less obligatory and more voluntary ties between parent 
and children following the divorce (Connidis, 2009). There-
fore, support becomes contingent upon age-related need 
of the parents and intimacy of parent-child relationship in 
the context of smaller and detached family network, dimin-
ishing role of caregivers, and resilience of families in coping 
with life course transitions.
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Dependency in old age is commonly linked to declining health and financial resources and thus, older persons have to 
rely on family members for support. Nonetheless, family support has been found to vary widely by coresidence status. 
The purpose of this study is to determine the contribution of co-residence status and selected demographic variables in 
predicting the likelihood of older persons receiving financial and/or non-financial support from children. A sub-sample of 
1,273 older persons aged 60 years and above was obtained from a nationwide survey in Malaysia in 2010. Respondents’ 
response on the types of support received from children were collapsed into financial (monetary assistance and payment 
for: treatment cost, place to stay, in-home care services, and assistive devices) and non-financial support (household 
chores, care when sick and others). Multinomial logistic regression was performed to assess the contribution of factors on 
the likelihood that respondents would receive support (0 = No support, 1 = Either financial or non-financial support, 2 = Both 
types of support). The model contained eight dichotomous independent variables including sex, education level, marital 
status, employment status, co-resident status, health problems, monthly personal income and household size. Descriptive 
results showed that 78.9% of older persons co-reside with their children. Majority of older persons received both financial 
and non-financial support (64%), compared to financial only (11%), non-financial only (9%), or no support at all (16%). 
Chi-square test of independence found that there was significant relationship between co-residential status and types 
of assistance received. Multinomial regression showed that co-residence with children was the most influential determi-
nant of support type, followed by employment and education of older persons. The full model containing all predictors 
was statistically significant (Χ2 = 196.512, df = 16, p = 0.001) and correctly classified 66% of cases, which was more robust 
proportional by chance accuracy rate, in distinguishing respondents with different types of support received. Reference 
group for the model are those who received no support. If an elderly were to co-reside with adult children, they are 3 
times more likely to receive both support than not getting any. Differences in the respondent’s gender and health were 
significant determinants of partial or full support. While co-residential status affects the overall support for the elderly in 
Malaysia, the relative influence of other predictors must be given due consideration. The disadvantaged elderly or older 
persons at-risk should be provided with assistance so that they do not face unmet needs in terms of support in old age.
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Next, social mobility, accompanied by spatial movement, 
diminish potential support as younger generations move 
away from their place of origin in the pursuit of education, 
marriage, and better livelihood through intranational relo-
cation to urban areas or transnational migration to more 
developed nations (Hoang, Yeoh, & Wattie, 2012; Jones, 
2009; Kaur, 2007; Kelly, 2011). Underlying this social trend are 
rapid urbanization and the change from agriculture-based 
to manufacturing and service-based industries (Song, Li, & 
Feldman, 2012). The shrinking kinship network and increas-
ing mobility of families imply that a section of the older pop-
ulation has to subsist without support from family or that the 
support obtained does not completely meet the needs. 
In sum, shifts in the population age structure, rapid socio-
economic development, and changing social mores limit 
old-age support by reducing the capacity of families to 
stay together and attend to the needs of older parents. 
Given the limited coverage of social security and services 
to facilitate independent living in the region, inadequate 
access to family help can seriously undermine the well be-
ing of older persons. Thus, the purpose of this study is to de-
termine the contribution of coresidence status and select-
ed demographic variables in predicting the likelihood of 
older persons receiving financial and non-financial support 
from children in Malaysia.
Population ageing and the demand for old-
age support in Malaysia
The rapid change in the population age structure among 
developing countries, including Malaysia, has profound im-
plications as these countries cope with population ageing 
at lower levels of development (Mason, Lee, Tung, Lai, & 
Miller, 2006), while simultaneously being confronted with is-
sues of healthcare, poverty and social security (Rowland, 
2012). A consistent and central theme in this demographic 
transition is the “feminization of ageing” (Davidson, Digi-
acomo, & McGrath, 2011). Due to a large number of surviv-
ing females who will face age-related changes in later life 
at a great socio-economic disadvantage from lower levels 
of health, education, work participation, and income secu-
rity (Heslop & Gorman, 2002; Krueger & Burgard, 2011), the 
availability of old-age support from the family is crucial, pri-
marily for older women. Nevertheless, older men should not 
be excluded from gendered notions of ageing because 
cumulative disadvantage in later life from increasing illness 
and disability levels the risk of mortality associated with so-
cio-economic inequalities (Hoffmann, 2011) .
A brief snapshot of population ageing in Malaysia demon-
strates convergence with international trends with some 
unique local experience due to ethnic diversity. Very low 
mortality, distinctly high life expectancy and earlier decline 
of fertility rate to replacement level among the Chinese 
highlights that ageing is more evident in this ethnic group 
in comparison to others (Ong, 2002). To exemplify, a study 
by Hamid, Momtaz and Ibrahim (2012) reported that suc-
cessful ageing, defined as good health and physical func-
tioning, are higher among the Chinese compared to other 
ethnic groups. Previous studies also cite higher education 
and better access to healthcare in urban areas among the 
Chinese, contributing to lower prevalence of chronic dis-
eases, including dementia (Hamid, Krishnaswamy, Abdul-
lah, & Momtaz, 2010; Krishnaswamy et al., 2009; Momtaz, 
Hamid, Yahaya, & Ibrahim, 2010). Local studies on ethnic 
differences in living arrangement found that coresidence 
depends on parents’ health, children’s marital status and 
housing cost (Chan & Davanzo, 1996; DaVanzo & Chan, 
1994), suggesting that there is a tradeoff between auton-
omy/privacy and the need for support. Thus, ethnic differ-
ences, to a certain extent, explain some variations in health 
and social attributes of older population which character-
ize the need for support.
The next trend is the ageing of the older population. Ong 
(2002) reported that between the years 1980 to 2020, the 
young old (65+) is projected to have a steeper growth 
compared to old-old (75+) but this trend would soon 
change as these age cohorts survived to more advanced 
age. Increasing longevity and improved health status of 
older people ultimately suggest that the young olds would 
become the main care provider for family members of simi-
lar or older cohort groups (i.e. spouse, siblings and parents) 
when support from offspring is nonexistent or lacking. It is 
also important to note that future older adults in the popu-
lation are going to be better educated, more resourceful 
(Hamid & Yahaya, 2008) and with presumably different ex-
pectations of support from the family.
Population ageing and the changing family 
context 
The rapid progress of population ageing in this country, with 
significant underlying trends of reduction in fertility and in-
creasing longevity marks an important transition affecting 
families. First, lower fertility rates shrinks family size from one 
generation to the next,  reducing potential support from 
children (McDonald, 2006; Morgan, 2003). Second, longev-
ity affects the chain and arrangement in generational care 
due to increased coexistence among multiple family gen-
erations and competing demands for care (Allen, Blieszner, 
& Roberto, 2000; Bengtson, 2001; Luo, 2012). 
The lack of formal support Malaysian social and welfare 
policies perpetuate the role of family as the main source 
of support for the elderly and the young (Hamid & Yahaya, 
2008; Omar, 2005).  In the country’s welfare system, the role 
of the state still rather limited to the poor and vulnerable 
groups and thus, leaves out a large proportion of older 
people who may need support but do not qualify for as-
sistance. 
Support from coresident and non-coresident 
child
While it has been found that the support provided by adult 
children operates on the basis of parental needs (Finger-
man, et al., 2011; Guo, Chi, & Silverstein, 2009; Silverstein, 
1995; Zimmer & Kwong, 2003), filial piety (Silverstein, Par-
rott, & Bengtson, 1995), traditional gender role (Cong & 
Silverstein, 2008; Silverstein, Gans, & Yang, 2006), social ex-
change (Shi, 1993) and parent-child affinity (Stuifbergen, 
Van Delden, & Dykstra, 2008), the availability and proximity 
of family members also confine the types and level of sup-
port relayed (Glaser, et al., 2006; Ng, Phillips, & Lee, 2002). 
Some of these frameworks are based on traditional and 
normative expectations, while others offer more practical 
explanation for support given. For instance, filial piety de-
notes altruistic values that obliges male offspring to honour 
the duty of looking after parents, in repayment for their sac-
rifice (Sung & Kim, 2003). In contrast, contingency theory 
posits that children would only render their services when 
an older parent’s condition has worsened to a point that 
requires their intervention due to competing demands (Fin-
german, et al., 2011; Settersten & Angel, 2011). Nonethe-
less, these frameworks point to the fact that elderly support 
is ideally provided in living situations where there is harmony 
and regular contact.
Coresident adult children are able offer more substantial 
level of material and instrumental help and supply the 
required support as the need arises (Ng, et al., 2002). Fur-
thermore, widowhood, declining health and increasing 
disability prompt the need for intensive support that can 
be exclusively met by adult children who are coresident or 
in close proximity (Korinek, Zimmer, & Gu, 2011; Silverstein, 
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1995; Zimmer & Korinek, 2010). In addition, coresidence 
along male lineage is a family ideal in Asian societies but 
children’s personal resources enabled them to move away 
from patrilocal coresidence (Chu, Xie, & Yu, 2011). Moreo-
ver, parents were also found to report higher actual and 
perceived support from children when they are living in the 
same household (Yi & Lin, 2009).
Non-coresident children, in contrast, tend to provide less 
comprehensive and less regular support (Eggebeen & Hog-
an, 1990) usually in terms of financial or material support 
(Luo, 2012; Yi & Lin, 2009). More recent research has shown 
that shifts in traditional norms and circumstances in living 
arrangement do not preclude children from observing their 
filial responsibilities. In such situations, non-coresident adult 
children, specifically those who have migrated to urban ar-
eas or overseas to work, fulfill their obligation by remitting 
money to their family back home (Luo, 2012; Rindfuss, Pio-
trowski, Entwisle, Edmeades, & Faust, 2012) to compensate 
for their lack of filial cohabitation (Kim, 2011). Likewise, in 
the case of Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia, the resource 
rich but time poor families subcontract filial piety, that is the 
labor-intensive care of older parents, to migrant domes-
tic helpers and private nursing services (Boontinand, 2010; 
Choo et al., 2003; Huang, Yeoh, & Toyota, 2012). 
To recapitulate, the interaction between living arrange-
ment and support provided by children to older parents 
are shaped by traditional and practical notions of sup-
port. The preceding discussion illustrates the advantages 
of coresident living that enables more direct, wide-ranging 
and immediate supply of support. However, changes in 
living arrangement and social roles compel children to re-
place direct help with more material support, implying that 
family support is an enduring element in the society in spite 
of pervasive demographic and socio-economic transitions.
Method
A sub sample of 1277 community-dwelling older persons 
age 60 years and above was obtained from a nationwide 
study in Malaysia entitled “Review on the National Policy 
and Plan of Action for the Elderly” in 2010. Multistage ran-
dom sampling was used to obtain a nationwide sample 
based on the proportion of older persons in each state. The 
sampling size was obtained from the Department of Statis-
tics based on 95% confidence level with 3% margin of error 
and accounting for 80% response rate. The total sample size 
was then divided into four equal age groups. Older persons 
(aged 60+) comprise the fourth age group and were re-
cruited based on the inclusion criteria of having Malaysian 
citizenship, living in the community, good mental status and 
voluntary participation.
Respondents were interviewed in their homes by trained 
enumerators using standardized questionnaire. Respond-
ents’ reports on the types of support received from children 
were collapsed into financial (payment for: treatment cost, 
place to stay, in-home care services, and assistive devices) 
and non-financial support (household chores and care 
when sick). Multinomial logistic regression was performed 
to assess the contribution of factors on the likelihood that 
respondents would receive support (0=no support, 1=either 
financial or non-financial support, 2=both types of support).
Results
The socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents 
(n = 1,273) is shown in Table 1. The mean age of the re-
spondents is 67.4 years and a majority of the respondents 
are Malay and Bumiputra, married, living with children, 
received little formal education and are not working. The 
average household size is 5.4 persons, with 23.1% of the re-
spondents living below the official household poverty line in 
Peninsular Malaysia (RM720 per month). 
Nearly all the older persons (86%) reported being “taken 
care of” by their children and the most common types of 
support cited are care when sick and financial assistance 
(Table 2). On average, each respondent received about 
2.5 (SD = 1.621) items of support. 
By computing and collapsing the 8-item responses into fi-
nancial and non-financial sub-categories, it was found that 
64% of the elderly received both types of support, while 
11% receiving only financial support, 9% receiving only non-
financial support, and 16% reported receiving no support at 
all from their children (Figure 1).  
Chi-square test of independence found that there was 
significant relationship between co-residential status and 
types of assistance received. Older persons who co-reside 
with their children are more likely to receive monetary and 
non-monetary assistance (Χ2 = 83.94, p = 0.001). Older men, 
non-Malays, the more educated, married and working old-
er persons, as well as the elderly with no health problems, 
are less likely to receive support from their children (Table 
3). 
Analysis of variance showed that respondents who re-
ceived both types of support also have more children or 
adult children, larger household size and lower monthly 
personal income (Table 4).  
A multinomial logistic regression was performed to analyze 
relationships between types of support received and eight 
(8) dichotomous independent variables. The MLR com-
pared the multiple groups through a combination of binary 
logistic regressions, with the reference group being “None” 
or the no support received group. The statistical test for the 
final model chi-square showed that there is a significant 
relationship between the dependent variable and the 
combination of the independent variables (Chi-square = 
196.512, df = 16, p = 0.001). The proportional by chance 
accuracy rate was computed (59.77%) and the model ac-
curacy rate of 66.0% exceeded this standard. Based on the 
requirement that model accuracy has to be 25% better 
than the chance criteria, the criteria for classification ac-
curacy was satisfied (see Table 5). 
From Table 6, there were significant relationship between 
the respondents’ sex, education, marital status, employ-
ment status, co-residential status, household size and health 
problems and the different types of support received from 
children. Coresidence with children was the most influential 
determinant (Χ2 = 39.86, p = 0.001), followed by employ-
ment (Χ2 = 24.64, p = 0.001) and education (Χ2 = 15.04, p = 
0.001) of older persons. 
Coresidence with children plays a significant role in differ-
entiating the “Either or” and “Both” groups from the “None” 
group (Table 7). Respondents who were not co-residing 
with their children were 75.3% less likely to be in the group 
receiving either non-financial or financial support, and 
were 67.1% less likely to be in the group receiving both non-
financial and financial support than the group of respond-
ents who received no support at all.   
Discussion
The following section discusses current findings in relations 
to the research literature on the due importance of coresi-
dence in support provided to older persons. First, the study 
affirms the fact that coresidence and family support remain 
stable even though there are claims that extended kinship 
ties diminish in favor of nuclear family forms that are more 
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mobile and adaptable to the current social context (OECD 
International Futures Programme, 2008). Nonetheless, giv-
en the common practice in Malaysia and in neighboring 
countries (Boontinand, 2010; Choo, et al., 2003; Huang, 
et al., 2012), the receipt of non-financial support such as 
“care when parents are sick” may also be provided by a 
live-in domestic worker (signifying coresidence) under the 
supervision of the children (as a symbol of children’s in-
volvement).
Next, the study reveals that coresidence is the strongest pre-
dictor for old age support, over and beyond, employment 
and educational status. The strong ability of coresidence 
status in differentiating between receiving both financial 
and non-financial support with the group that does not re-
ceive any support also imply that parents and children mu-
tually benefit from coresidence, for example, through the 
sharing of housework, care, and household expenditures 
(DaVanzo & Chan, 1994; Grundy & Harrop, 1992). The re-
sults are also in line with the findings of previous studies that 
shared living arrangement promotes higher family support 
and that parents report more assistance from their children 
due to increased interaction (Grundy & Harrop, 1992; Yi & 
Lin, 2009). 
Third, differences in the respondent’s gender and health 
were significant determinants of partial or full support. Past 
studies have shown that mothers have the advantage of 
getting support over fathers due to their role in maintaining 
affective ties and close relationships with children. Fathers 
may also receive less financial support and more assistance 
with housework due to their former breadwinner status (Lin 
et al., 2003; Settersten & Angel, 2011). The fact that fathers 
are less likely to receive assistance may be the reason why 
there is a higher prevalence of unmet needs, or the lack of 
physical support, among older men with physical disability 
in Malaysia (Momtaz, Hamid, & Ibrahim, 2012). In addition, 
the significance of health is in line with the contingency hy-
pothesis (Fingerman, et al., 2011; Settersten & Angel, 2011), 
in which children are more likely to respond to the crisis or 
needs by providing financial and non-financial support to 
their ailing parents (Choi, 2003). 
Conclusion
In conclusion, while co-residential status affects the support 
for the elderly in Malaysia, the relative influence of gender, 
marital status, health status and household income must 
be given due consideration. The disadvantaged elderly or 
older persons at-risk should be provided with assistance so 
that they do not face unmet needs in terms of financial 
and/or instrumental support.
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